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Migration is one of Canada’s most distinguishing 
characteristics. The onset of winter sees the 
migration of “snowbirds” – Canadians escaping 
the cold – to the milder climes of United States 
and Mexico among other destinations. Then 
there is Canada’s demography, largely composed 
of immigrants, who regularly travel to and from 
their native countries. 

The high mobility of the Canadian people has 
certain implications for businesses, which must 
find ways to stay connected with their customers 
as they travel back and forth. The banking 
industry is no exception.

Canada’s big banks, which have already 
established a sizeable presence in the citizenry’s 
popular winter destinations, are looking to 
consolidate it further. South Florida, a favourite 
haunt, is set to witness more action, with both 
TD Bank and Royal Bank of Canada declaring 
their intent to expand their existing network in 
that state this year. Bank of Nova Scotia is also 
planning to open an international banking 
branch in Miami.

Although these banks originally set out with the 
objective of ensuring that their clients were not 
strapped for funds during their long stay in 
foreign countries, their expansion strategies have 
grown to look beyond the snowbird opportunity. 
Besides extending the complete suite of services 
available in Canada to their travelling customers, 
they are also making inroads into the local 
customer base. On account of being highly 
regulated, Canadian banks escaped the financial 
crisis relatively unscathed and they now find 
themselves in a strong position to fill the gap left 
by the floundering U.S. banks. Recently, the 
Canadian Prime Minister urged banks to seize the 
opportunity to build their brands and their 
nation’s position in the global financial market. 

That being said, the winter travellers are still their 
prime constituency, and down the years, 
Canadian banks have been innovative in offering 
products and services designed to provide them a 
seamless and valued-added overseas banking 
experience. Besides the usual banking products 

Following the Snowbirds and Beyond

such as checking accounts, foreign exchange and 
credit cards, banks have offered their customers 
travel and medical insurance, bill payment 
services or, in some countries, even a mortgage 
to buy property. A comparison with the airline 
industry is not out of place – these banks aim to 
provide a “business-class” banking experience to 
their customers complete with extra benefits.

The delivery of services has also undergone a 
paradigm shift with the introduction of self-
service channels, and travelling Canadians no 
longer need visit overseas branches to conduct 
their business. With the spread of the Canadian 
ATM network, users now save inter-network and 
currency conversion charges. In the words of a 
Royal Bank of Canada senior executive, “Clients 
can now avoid the cold and snow as long as they 
want and feel comfortably connected to home by 
banking with a familiar face.”

As part of their endeavour to enable customers 
to carry their banking experience with them, 
Canadian banks have expanded the scope of 
their services to cater to versatile demands. 
Through tie-ups with product vendors, service 
providers and local banks these banks offer a 
plethora of non-banking products and services 
including hotel booking, car rental, ticketing and 
entertainment. The customer experience is 
further enhanced through value additions such as 
news alerts, GPS maps, retail discount offers, 
theme park entry tickets and a whole lot of other 
conveniences that make the travel experience 
most enjoyable. 

They can add further value by delivering relevant 
and timely information services, such as travel 
advice, retail discount announcements, and tip-
offs on special offers on devices like the mobile.

The result is a win-win for both – banks benefit 
from uninterrupted patronage of their clients, 
and customers enjoy the convenience of dealing 
with a one-stop-shop for all their needs. 

Expanding Channel Reach



Tapping Immigrant Potential

Canada’s population of 33 million is a rich mosaic 
of immigrants drawn from several regions. People 
originating from the British Isles and France 
currently account for over half the immigrant 
population; however, the composition of Asians, 
particularly Chinese and Indians is on the rise. The 
latter two, comprising most of the visible 
minority, will form between one-fifth and one-
fourth of the entire population in another 10 
years. The banking landscape reflects this 
diversity, and although a handful of domestic 
banks rule the roost, nearly 50 foreign banks 
have set foot on Canadian shores by way of 
wholly owned subsidiaries or branches.

On their part, however, the big Canadian banks 
are leaving no stone unturned to capture the 
immigrant clientele. In the current environment, 
banks are placing great value on the generation 
of low cost retail deposits – immigrants bring to 
the table a strong educational background and 
savings culture, and therefore constitute a safe 
and attractive opportunity segment. And 
although immigrant workers earn less than their 
Canadian-born counterparts, their children have 
been successful, achieving education and income 
levels above the Canadian average and therefore 
represent an even bigger opportunity for banks, 
going forward. 

Within Canada, banks have instituted several 
measures to meet the expectations of a diverse 
customer base. While Bank of Montreal employs 
Mandarin-speaking staff in their branches located 
near immigrant pockets, Bank of Nova Scotia’s 
new multicultural banking division has an 
outreach programme focussed mainly on Asian 
immigrants. Canadian Imperial Bank of 
Commerce has gone a step further by offering 
financial literacy education to new immigrants, in 
collaboration with the YMCA.

In parallel, these banks have ventured overseas to 
set up branches or enter into banking tie-ups in 
the immigrants’ home countries, making it easier 
for them to remit money to their families back 
home, or conduct banking transactions even 
while visiting their homeland. Bank of Montreal 
pursues a pro-active strategy to acquire Chinese 

immigrant customers even before they arrive in 
Canada, by on-boarding them at their local 
Chinese branches.

The banks could also play a role in keeping their 
immigrant customers connected to their native 
countries by providing them information of their 
interest – such as economic, political and sports 
news, weather updates and so on. Likewise, 
when these customers visit their homeland, their 
banks can feed them similar updates on the 
Canadian market.

The social networking (and related social 
commerce) phenomenon is poised to become a 
game-changing event for banks worldwide, and 
Canadian institutions that are quick to respond to 
this opportunity could reap big rewards. 

Because their customers are so mobile and spend 
a sizeable length of time away from home, 
Canadian banks have a strong need to follow 
closely. While the establishment of branch and 
channel infrastructure is important, it is an 
expensive and time consuming option. Traditional 
channels also suffer from another drawback, 
which is rather less obvious – since they focus on 
enabling transactions, are not the best medium 
for more versatile or deeper interaction with 
customers. 

Web 2.0 technology addresses all these issues in 
one swift stroke. Banks can establish their Web 
2.0 presence relatively quickly, at a fraction of the 
cost, and once there, are accessible to all their 
customers across the globe. Moreover, they 
facilitate a two-way intimate interaction between 
banks and their customers that was hitherto 
impossible. 

The potential of Web 2.0 driven social 
networking and commerce is yet to be fully 
understood, yet, it is amply clear that they will 
direct the course of how business is conducted in 
future.  A survey of 1000 Facebook users 
between the ages of 18 and 34 conducted last 
year produced some interesting results. Nearly 
half said that they would use Web 2.0 gadgets to 
do their banking, provided the tools were secure. 

Leveraging the Power of Web 2.0



Even more significantly, more than a fourth of the 
respondents expressed their willingness to switch 
banks for this purpose.

Royal Bank of Canada has taken the cue by 
launching a blog that gives financial advice, 
accessible through its website or via its fan page 
on Facebook. Clearly, Web 2.0 has an irresistible 
appeal for banks as a medium to further 
collaboration with customers, employees and 
partners while providing an enriched user 
experience to boot.

Web 2.0 tools such as discussion forums or 
ratings can provide Canadian banks with rich 
customer insight, (of the kind that is usually 
possible only through face-to-face interaction) 
even when they are physically miles apart. On 
their part, the banks can mine customer reactions 
offered by way of opinion, feedback, praise and 
criticism, and feed it into their system to come 
back with a quick and appropriate response.

The implication of Web 2.0 applications for 
Canadian banks is that their customer 
relationships need no longer be put “on hold” 
during the long migratory months. Rather, they 
can leverage a variety of tools to satisfy their own 
needs and those of their ever-demanding 
customers:

Banking customers expect more 
than customized products and services; they 
want to exert a stronger influence on their banks. 
Their need to express, be heard, and be singled 
out as someone special finds fulfilment on 
collaborative platforms such as Wikis, chat rooms 
and blogs. 

Collaborative tools 
enable customers and partners to co-create 
products and services in partnership with banks. 
Service innovation has leapt into another 
dimension riding on “triple play” convergence of 
voice, data and video – by allying with telecom, 
handset and other service vendors, banks are 
able to deliver versatile, non-banking services to 
their customers. This has particular significance in 
the Canadian context as discussed earlier.

Self expression: 

Collaborative innovation: 

I  Banks can encourage 
customers to subscribe to RSS alerts or follow 
them on Twitter, so that they can continue to 
receive important information while away.

 A three way tie-up between product 
vendors, technology partners and banks can 
enable customers to transact using their mobile 
phones or other handheld devices. But banks can 
go a step further by providing virtual banking 
advisory services on mobile, to guide banking 
customers through various processes for 
purchasing a new product or fulfilling some other 
need. By using mash-ups, they can overlay their 
applications on top of a bundle of services 
already being offered to customers – for example, 
building in their ATM network on a Yahoo Maps 
service, so that their travelling customers can 
easily find out where the nearest machine is 
located.

Canadian banks are faced with the unique 
challenge of having to serve a customer base that 
moves location for a large part of the year. Their 
clients are also among the most diverse in the 
world. Therefore, they need to have a fail-proof 
strategy that keeps them on their customers’ 
radar despite a lengthy separation. A 
combination of international branch expansion 
and channel innovation should help them achieve 
this objective.

nformation sharing:
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